HISTORICAL  DIALECTICS
of those past times. We cannot dispense with these
collective terms, we should be absolutely unable to
reason without them, and provided we remain conscious
of their being mere symbols denoting a multitude of
facts, we may- even reach results which are not utterly
false. Marx and Engels, however, and their followers,
by taking such words as Feudalism, Capitalism, Social-
ism, for realities, and founding their dialectics upon
them, opened a back door to metaphysics, which they
believed they had excluded from their system, without
being in the least aware of it.
It is perfectly obvious that from any given period
we can select the most different kinds of facts and arrange
them in some collective term. According to our point
of view, or to the object we have in mind, we shall char-
acterise a period by one or the other kind of facts which
we have chosen from among the variegated multitude
of phenomena which constitute reality. We may, for
instance, call the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, accord-
ing to the events which are at the moment foremost in
our mind and which we therefore select as the most
important, the period of religious reform. We may,
however, in another mood call this period the age of the
incipient struggle between modern absolutism and con-
stitutionalism, or the period of the foundation of the
national states, or that of the great geographical dis-
coveries and of a nascent world economy. We may re-
gard the nineteenth century as the time of middle-class
domination, as the age of Industrialism or Imperialism
or Nationalism, of Liberalism, of Intellectuaiism, accord-
ing to the social and intellectual currents and changes
which we either personally consider as the most im-
portant or which, at this particular moment, we wish
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